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NEW DEAL PLANNING:
THE NATIONAL RESOURCES PLANNING BOARD
By MARION CLAWSON
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press for Resources for the Future.
1981. Pp. 357. $32.50.
To chart the vicissitudes of the concept of national planning in
twentieth century America is akin to following gyrations in the stock
market, for the popularity of planning has followed clear cyclical
patterns. In times of crisis, during wars and depressions, the idea of
planning has usually been in vogue; but in times of relative calm the
popularity of national planning has often declined. Thus, the concept
of planning was far more prominent in World War I, during the Great
Depression of the 1930s, and in World War II, than it was in the
1950s. But as Americans were forced to confront increasingly serious
crises in the 1970s, once more the advocates of national planning
perceived a more sympathetic public for their views. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the last few years have seen the appearance of
various studies dealing with America's planning experience in the
past. Invariably those interested in national planning are attracted to
the New Deal, since it attempted some of the most ambitious planning experiments in twentieth century America. The book under review deals with the history of the National Resources Planning Board
in the decade after 1933, perhaps President Franklin D. Roosevelt's
major planning tool while he was in office.
Strictly speaking, the volume is not so much a detailed history of
the National Resources Planning Board (NRPB) as it is a judicious
assessment of the agency's functions in light of the last forty-five
years. Readers will find more detailed and more accurate histories of
the agency in several unpublished theses and dissertations, certainly
in the recent (1979) book by Philip K. Warken, and in the articles of
Albert Lepawsky. What makes this work rather unique is that its
author, Marion Clawson, combines the perspective of a long-term
federal bureaucrat with the interest of an amateur historian. The
combination makes for a sense of pragmatic realism often missing
from strictly academic studies. Clawson is no stranger to those concerned with natural resource policies, of course. A prolific writer on
topics that include land utilization, forestry, and water problems, he
served with the Departments of Agriculture and the Interior, and as
Director of the Bureau of Land Management. Since 1955 he has been
associated with Resources for the Future in various capacities.
Clawson divides his volume into five parts. After an initial overview
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he devotes the first part to a discussion of the NRPB's origins, particularly the planning efforts of the Hoover administration. To a historian this section appears rather truncated. One wishes he had broadened his perspective to include the wide range of planning activities
in the post-World War I decade. In the second part Clawson surveys
the history, organization, and operation of the NRPB. Apart from
describing the formal structure of the agency (after 1939 attached to
the Office of the President) Clawson shrewdly assesses the roles of its
leading policy makers. These included the chairman, Frederick A.
Delano, President Roosevelt's uncle, and the executive director,
Charles W. Eliot II, grandson of a well known president of Harvard
University. Also influential was Charles E. Merriam, a well known
political scientist from the University of Chicago. Merriam's personal
conflict with Elliot did much to vitiate the effectiveness of the
Board, particularly in eroding its Congressional support. Part Three
deals with the substantive activities of the NRPB as Clawson describes and analyzes its major reports, especially in fields such as
economic analysis, natural resources, human resources, transportation, and urban planning. In the fourth section Clawson evaluates
the NRPB within the structure of the federal government, and examines its relations with the President, the Congress, and state governments.
The last portion of the work deals with the demise of the NRPB at
the hands of Congress, and its legacy. Clawson examines some of the
reasons that led Congress to abolish it, including waning support
from the President and jealous legislators. Probably Clawson should
have given greater emphasis to the waning of New Deal reform sentiments by 1943. Roosevelt himself recognized that by 1939 the New
Deal was dead, and he was sufficiently flexible to shift gears. The
depression-wracked America of 1933 had been transformed into an
emerging affluent society a decade later. The President was far more
sensitive to this profound change than many dedicated New Dealers,
particularly those in the NRPB. In raising the question: "Does the
United States Need a Reconstituted NRPB Today?" Clawson avoids
taking sides. But he does argue, and quite soundly, in my estimation,
that if another planning agency is established in the 1980s, it should
heed the lessons of the past. An agency that is designed to develop
stimulating planning ideas should not at the same time be expected
to undertake the practical coordinating of a wide range of federal
programs. And such a planning agency should be careful to protect
its rear flank in Congress.
Administrators, lawyers, legislators, academicians, indeed, all those

970

NATURAL RESOURCES JOURNAL

[Vol. 21

concerned with the formulation of public policies in natural and
human resource development will find much food for thought in this
volume.
GERALD N. NASH
Department of History
University of New Mexico

